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 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
People don’t know where they are anymore.  
In the post-industrial age, [walking] is the only form of real exploration left. 
Anyone can go and see the Itury pygmy, but how many people have walked all the way 
from the airport to the city? 
-Will Self  
“On ‘Psychogeography’ and the Places That Choose You” 
 
 
You climb a hill in a car. Most neighborhoods built on hills here are 
planted with lush trees, so your climb takes you up along winding, leafy 
streets. You arrive at a gleaming white building, get out of the car, and 
walk to the edge of a precipice to look south over the city. Perhaps it’s 
nighttime, and below you the ocean of black that spreads out into the 
infinite beyond is crisscrossed with an almost perfect grid of lights, 
retreating along lines of perspective to a central vanishing point. Or 
perhaps it’s day, and instead of black, everything below you is a hazy 
patchwork of grey and green that extends forever to the East and South, and 
West until it meets the far-off Pacific that blinds you with the reflection 
of the sun. And perhaps you think: “that is Los Angeles.” 
Is it, really? Is that flat blanket that exists only from a distance 
actually the true representation of the City of Angels? Not according to 
Reyner Banham, cultural critic and lover of Los Angeles, who noted in The 
Architecture of Four Ecologies that “the distant view, processed through 
morality and photography, erudition and ignorance, prepares us... for almost 
anything except what Los Angeles looks like in fact.”1 The impetus for this 
project was largely born of a desire to understand what L.A. does look like 
in fact, what it feels like in fact, on the ground, a region we can’t 
experience from a mountaintop. The view from up there left me curious and 
unfulfilled. It seemed like a decorative blanket to cover up some reality, 
but I had no conception of what that reality might be. I wanted to see and 
feel and breathe and understand the physical volume of that endless expanse 
of “Los Angeles.” 
                                                
1 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, (New York: Penguin Books, 
1978), 242. 
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I chose to understand it by walking. Unlike in a car, a train, or even 
a bicycle, when you’re walking you move slowly. You feel the ground below 
your feet, how it changes in steepness or texture or stability. You breathe 
the air. You can reach out to touch something you would never even have seen 
from a car. You can stop at any point, turn around and go back to something 
that might have caught your eye. You can just stop. To experience. Maybe to 
literally smell the roses. 
Rebecca Solnit writes, “Many people nowadays live in a series of 
interiors - home, car, gym, office, shops - disconnected from each other. On 
foot everything stays connected, for while walking, one occupies the spaces 
between those interiors the same way one occupies those interiors. One lives 
in the whole world rather than in interiors built up against it.”2 I find this 
observation exceptionally true. 
I grew up in the downtown area of a small city of about 40,000 people 
outside Boston, and all my life I traveled around both my hometown and the 
big city by walking. It’s my favorite and most reliable mode of 
transportation. I spent the fall semester of my junior year in college 
traveling by myself abroad. I wasn’t often in cities, but when I was, I would 
occupy myself not in museums or at tourist attractions, but by stuffing a map 
in my pocket just in case, and wandering around the city streets for hours a 
day, whether it was bright and sweltering or snowy and well below freezing. 
What would happen if I did this in Los Angeles, which was never made to 
be walked? 
I refer to “Los Angeles” many times in this paper. By ‘Los Angeles,’ or 
just ‘L.A.,’ I mean the L.A. region, not just the land within the political 
boundaries of The City. Entire regions, of course, are never meant to be 
traversed on foot, but to ignore the region in favor of L.A. proper would be 
to reject Los Angeles’s history. For until the second half of the nineteenth 
century, “the pueblo/downtown area did indeed concentrate the bulk of the 
population... but the nearer to the end of the century the less convincing 
its dominance,”3 a trend still visible today in an almost universally settled 
region with numerous hubs. 
Given its vast size, the Los Angeles I speak of is not one place; it is 
a conglomeration of many, many places, and I wanted to make these places 
meaningful by doing this project on foot. I would like to clarify that I mean 
meaningful to me, and perhaps to other non-residents of the places I moved 
                                                
2 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (New York: Penguin Books, 2001) 9. 
3 Banham, Architecture of Four Ecologies, 78. 
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through. We do not typically appreciate the value that these places have to 
real human beings, since we only travel through the region in enclosed metal 
boxes along chutes made of cinder blocks. I do not expect that my own 
experiences in these places are remotely similar to those of the residents of 
the region in breadth or in depth. I merely want to acknowledge and 
illustrate, literally, in fact, the immediate existence and character of these 
places. 
I set out walking across Los Angeles County, from the Claremont border 
in the East to the Pacific Ocean at Santa Monica in the West, with the 
intention of seeing and thus finding meaning in places I’d never been. But as 
I walked, my journey became less about exploring the sights in the places I 
passed through and more about being in and moving through a changing 
(sub)urban landscape. It became about experiencing rather than seeing a 
place, and I believe that this is where the real value of these places can be 
found. I had intended to document the overlooked sights of L.A. with this 
thesis, but places do not exist in their documentation alone. They exist in 
space and in time, and they exist when they are occupied. 
The Situationists4 say that “surveys of routes miss what was: the act 
itself of passing by... the trace left behind is substituted for the 
practice. It exhibits the (voracious) property that the geographical system 
has of being able to transform action into legibility, but in doing so it 
causes a way of being in the world to be forgotten.”5 There are limits to a 
documentary thesis, and nothing I write, nothing I draw, no map I provide, 
will replace that act of being. 
  
But here I am anyhow, documenting. This thesis is split into two 
components: a written piece and an installation exhibiting drawings from the 
walk. In the writing I discuss the place that is Los Angeles and my 
experience walking through it, but the visual experience I left to the 
installation, which I hope enabled viewers to experience that act of being in 
a way that other forms of documentation do not. 
 
 
                                                
4The Situationists were a radical group based in Paris from the late 1950s to the early ‘70s, who 
created a social-political-artistic movement dedicated to, essentially, the critical analysis of 
everyday life and the pursuit of our true desires. They were highly anti-capitalist (hence their 
perception as radical), but it is their advocacy of active experience of places in place of 
passive consumption of them that drew me to them for this project. 
5 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1988), 97. 
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Let us go then, you and I, 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherized upon a table; 
Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 
The muttering retreats 
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels 
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells: 
Streets that follow like a tedious argument 
Of insidious intent 
To lead you to an overwhelming question.... 
Oh, do not ask, “What is it?” 
Let us go and make our visit. 
 
-T.S. Eliot 
The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 
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1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF LOS ANGELES 
 
  
 Los Angeles’s presence is unmissable. A sprawling city of over 450 
square miles at the center of a five-county metropolitan region, its reach 
goes far beyond its political borders. We see it in movies, television, 
commercials, and magazine ads, hear about its glossy side in pop songs and 
its darker side in rap. Even if we’ve never been here, we all think we know 
something about Los Angeles. 
 But any conception we have of the region from popular media is limited. 
Los Angeles has been shaped by so many factors: geographic, economic, 
political, social... the list goes on, and each factor is more complex than 
the last. To delve into the historical depths that a full understanding of 
the region requires is, unfortunately, well beyond the scope of this paper. 
 So in this chapter I would like to give a brief historical overview of 
the L.A. region and its urban development, especially how the surroundings 
that I directly experienced on my walk through the region came to be. 
Fascinating books have been written about complex events and issues that I 
must describe in only a few sentences. For further reading on these topics, 
please see the bibliography. 
 
 
EARLY HISTORY 
 
An enormous city of over three million people in a region of over 
twelve million, founded not on a harbor, not on a major river, not on any 
known resources, but in an arid valley, doesn’t arise naturally. It is 
created on purpose, and a lot of purpose is required to turn a place from a 
small Indian village to one of the most populous metropolitan areas in the 
world in the span of three and a half centuries.  
In 1769, a Spanish expedition traveling along the California coast and 
establishing Catholic missions happened upon the small Tongva village of 
Yangna, located on the banks of a river flowing down the plains from a nearby 
mountain range. Father Juan Crespi christened the river “el Rio de Nuestra 
Señora de la Reina de los Angeles de Porciuncula.” Twelve years later, 
Governor Felipe de Neve sent eleven Spanish families to the site to establish 
an agricultural settlement, part of imperialist Spain’s colonization efforts. 
The settlement was called the Pueblo de los Angeles, and for years it 
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remained a dusty, slowly growing collection of one-story adobes with tar 
roofs surrounded by fields of wheat and corn, vineyards, and grazing lands6-- 
a scene hardly imaginable to those who know Los Angeles today. 
In 1822, control of California was transferred from Spain to Mexico, 
and over five hundred land grants were issued to distribute 8 million acres 
of land, creating a countryside of wealthy rancheros. By this time the Pueblo 
had begun to look like a settled town. Los Angeles was ultimately 
incorporated as a city when California joined the Union in 1850. The gold 
rush in Northern California created a high demand for the cattle of Southern 
California, and the rancheros and vaqueros (cowboys) prospered. At this 
point, Los Angeles was an open frontier town, and the prosperity attracted 
bandits, gamblers, rustlers, and prostitutes.7 
 
 
BOOSTERS AND RAILS 
 
The Civil War was an important turning point in the development of Los 
Angeles. Demand for cattle dwindled, and the unfortunate combination of 
smallpox, flooding, and droughts dampened the spirits of the rough-and-tumble 
town. “Slowly the rancheros with their vaqueros gave way to farms established 
by stolid migrants from the Midwest.”8 
Other more wealthy Midwesterners came too, forming the core of an 
emerging middle class of bankers, land developers, and the like. They were 
anxious about their new hometown’s image as a rough, lawless haven for all 
kinds of sin. So in 1872, in an effort to generate a new image, this group 
convinced the city’s 5,500 residents to underwrite a subsidy to get the 
Southern Pacific Railroad to create a terminus in Los Angeles.9 As a stop on 
the way from San Francisco to Yuma, Arizona, it would directly link L.A. to 
Northern California and to the rest of the United States. Since the railroad 
would head straight east from L.A., this move would allow Los Angeles to 
outflank San Diego, which is located farther to the south but had a more 
trade-friendly natural harbor, as the major city of Southern California. 
Establishing both a physical link with the rest of the country and a 
                                                
6 Sam Hall Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found: An Architectural History of Los Angeles. (Santa Monica: 
Hennessey + Ingalls, 2000), 31-32. 
7 Ibid., 32. 
8 Ibid., 33. 
9 Ibid., 35. 
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precedent of competition with other California cities, this was far and away 
the most important turning point in Los Angeles’s development. 
The agreement immediately sparked a frenzy of new construction in 
anticipation of the growth the railroad would bring to Los Angeles, including 
the construction of new rail lines radiating in five directions within the 
region itself: from downtown North toward San Fernando, East toward San 
Bernardino, Southwest toward Anaheim, South to Wilmington, and West toward 
Santa Monica.10 “Before 1880,” writes Reyner Banham, “the railways had 
outlined the form of the city and sketched in the pattern of movement that 
was to characterize its peculiar style of life.”11 
In 1876, the last spike was driven into the last stretch of Southern 
Pacific track. With the completion of another railroad, the Santa Fe, into 
Los Angeles in 1886, the region’s first major real estate boom began.12 But 
after a few years, the boom, as real estate booms usually do, fizzled. 
After the bust, a group of influential private citizens initiated a 
sweeping recovery effort. Colonel Otis, head of the Los Angeles Times, “took 
command of the city’s business organizations on behalf of panic-stricken 
speculators. To revive the boom, and to launch a reckless competition with 
San Francisco (the most unionized city in the world), he militarized 
industrial relations in Los Angeles,”13 virtually eliminated labor’s right to 
organize or advocate, allied himself with the transcontinental railroads and, 
with a “syndicate of developers, bankers, and transport magnates... set out 
to sell Los Angeles-- as no city had ever been sold-- to the restless but 
affluent babbitry of the Middle West.”14 The dreamy myth of Southern 
California was established at this time— year-round sunshine, palm trees, 
orange groves and dancing girls, and a life of ease far from the ills of 
crowded cities to the East— and would be perpetuated to full effect 
throughout Los Angeles’s development. Thus the city’s first “boosters” were 
born, along with an aggressive development culture peculiar to and 
characteristic of Los Angeles. 
This massive flow of wealth between [the Midwest and Southern 
California] produced population, income, and consumption structures seemingly 
out of all proportion to Los Angeles’s actual production base.”15 Growth had 
                                                
10 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies (New York: Penguin Books, 1978), 
77. 
11 Ibid., 78. 
12 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 35-37. 
13 Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (New York: Verso, 2006), 25. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Davis, City of Quartz, 25. 
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been firmly established as Los Angeles’s main industry. By 1900, after just a 
decade, the population of the L.A. region had doubled to 103,000. 
By this time, the disperse settlement patterns that we are familiar 
with today had already begun to take hold. Most of the Midwesterners who 
originally came to the area were farmers; farms by nature cause settlement to 
be dispersed. Also contributing to what we now consider sprawl were the 
uneven order in which Spanish and Mexican grant holders sold off their rancho 
lands to Anglo settlers and later, the prevalence and convenience of the 
railways. The establishment of a far-flung railway network made it easy to 
get to work downtown for those who lived away from the city center in 
communities like Santa Monica or San Bernardino.16 Citizens who founded nearby 
towns on those rail lines, writes Banham, were “urban homesteaders imposing 
their ideal of suburbs without urbs on the pattern of greater Los Angeles 
almost before it had begun to take shape, a portent of the way the whole 
metropolis would grow.”17 The ideal of an affordable single-family home with a 
backyard in the sunshine, more consistent over time than any mode of 
transportation, was just as much part of the reason for sprawl as the 
railroad, or later, the freeway. 
 
 
INDUSTRY AND EXPANSION 
 
In 1892, Edward Doheny struck oil in an area northwest of Downtown. Oil 
extraction began in earnest at the turn of the 20th century; the Los Angeles 
City Oil Field, where Doheny had first hit, reached its peak production in 
1901. The prospect of quick riches drew many more prospectors and investors, 
and a forest of oil wells soon sprouted up in the Elysian Park area and 
spread steadily west. The discovery of oil generated refining plants and 
research and development efforts, created oil field jobs, inspired 
questionable get-rich schemes, and created new wealth throughout the region.18 
Los Angeles, for the first time, had an industry, an industry “with a 
vengeance.”19 Prosperity associated with this industry would last many 
decades. 
This, of course, was not enough for a region already addicted to 
growth. Taking advantage of the droughts of the first few years of the 1900s 
                                                
16 Banham, Architecture of Four Ecologies, 168. 
17 Ibid., 79. 
18 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 73-77. 
19 Ibid., 77. 
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to garner popular support, a group of boosters headed by the City’s water 
czar, William Mulholland, with significant help from railroad magnate Henry 
Huntington, the Los Angeles Times, and other publications and powerful 
citizens, convinced the city that their perfectly adequate water supply was 
not actually adequate. Flushing the existing water supply to precipitate a 
water shortage just prior to the vote, this group got the federal bond 
measure to fund plans for an aqueduct approved in 1905.  
The aqueduct opened seven years later, carrying water from the Owens 
Valley, 250 miles north of L.A., to the San Fernando Valley. To access this 
water, the City annexed the land in the San Fernando Valley, and used the 
water to sustain a rapidly inflating population. The boosters had profited by 
buying up land cheaply before the arrival of the aqueduct, and selling it at 
a much higher price to new residents who were attracted by Los Angeles’s 
climate and economic growth.20 This effort was so successful that by 1923, 
Owens Valley water was not enough, and the City began making plans to turn to 
the Colorado River.21 
Meanwhile, Henry Huntington was busy buying up and consolidating rail 
lines to transport the quickly growing population, but the real profit came 
from the development real estate on the surrounding land. On these rail lines 
he built the Pacific Electric Railway, a system of red and yellow streetcars 
running all over the Los Angeles region, bringing Southern California’s 
newcomers to the new residential suburbs he created. The ties between rail 
lines and real estate gave Huntington and the Pacific Electric immense power 
over the development of the region, for the lines both outlined the “present 
form of Los Angeles [and] filled in much of its internal geography.”22 
Electric lines were not the only form of transportation for Angelenos, 
however. As early as 1910, Los Angeles had already developed a love for the 
automobile, and had more cars per citizen than any other city in the United 
States.23 By the 1920s, interurban transit had begun to suffer due to the 
rising popularity of the independence and freedom associated with the car, 
though it would take many years for the Pacific Electric to be shut down 
completely.24 Cars provided fast, on-demand, door-to-door transportation, 
which rail lines, no matter how good, could not do.  
                                                
20 Davis, City of Quartz, 114. 
21 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 73. 
22 Banham, Architecture of Four Ecologies, 82. 
23 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 109. 
24 Banham, Architecture of Four Ecologies, 83. 
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L.A.’s first freeway, the Arroyo Seco Parkway connecting Pasadena to 
Downtown, was completed in 1939,25 facilitating the desire and perceived need 
for cars. Shopping in L.A. began to form around the car; districts like the 
Miracle Mile in the Mid-Wilshire district sprouted up, and the concept of a 
linear downtown was born, with shopping on the main street and residential 
areas just behind the commercial parking lots.26 Accessibility by car was 
starting to mean everything. 
The extensive transformation of Los Angeles during the Booster Era, now 
defined as 1885-1925, “required the continuous interaction of myth-making and 
literary invention with this crude promotion of land values and health 
cures.”27 Especially in the era’s first decades, the Times and its affiliates 
were instrumental in this, as was popular fiction like Helen Hunt Jackson’s 
romantic novel Ramona, which sentimentalized LA’s Mexican and Native American 
heritage. But the boosters could rest much easier once “Hollywood,” that epic 
myth-making industry, came to Los Angeles. 
In 1913, movie production moved from Downtown to the relatively new 
suburban development of Hollywoodland (later shortened to Hollywood), which 
at the time was quieter and was more conducive to the film industry. The 
glamorous life of the movie stars, the space for studios, and the excellent 
light for shooting drew thousands of celebrity hopefuls and creative types 
and created a new industry; by 1920, over 100,000 of L.A. County’s 900,000 
inhabitants were employed in making movies.28 
Despite the stock market crash of 1929, the sunny Los Angeles depicted 
in films was the region’s best advertisement; by 1930 the population of the 
city was 1.2 million, according to the Census,29 and the region housed even 
more. Throughout the Depression, agriculture, oil, and movies held steady as 
Los Angeles’s major industries, and migrants continued to come.30 The Dust 
Bowl and unemployment in other regions of the country led Americans to pack 
up and move to a new life in a land of blue skies and opportunity. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
25 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 113. 
26 Ibid., 109. 
27 Davis, City of Quartz, 26. 
28 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 80-83. 
29 “Population of the 100 Largest Urban Places: 1930,” released online June 5, 1998, 
http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0027/tab16.txt 
30 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 125. 
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POSTWAR: INDUSTRY, SUBURBIA, SUNSHINE? 
 
World War II had immense influence on the development and growth of Los 
Angeles as a metropolitan area. The Federal Government poured billions of 
dollars into the region to fund the war effort, making L.A. “the premier West 
Coast port for ships and planes,” bringing in “more seaport tonnage than San 
Francisco... more fish than Boston and Gloucester, and together with 
satellite cities it made more planes than any other metropolis on earth.”31 
When the war was over, aircraft manufacturing evolved into a booming 
aerospace industry, and oil, still in demand as an energy source, also 
evolved into the prosperous postwar plastics industry. Additionally, L.A. 
became the second largest auto manufacturer in the country, and became a 
national leader in the manufacture of tires, furniture, and clothing.32 “Los 
Angeles debuted as the ‘it’ city of postwar America, accommodating a vast 
influx of newcomers and garnering a disproportionate share of federal 
investments.”33 
This led to one of the greatest housing booms the country has ever 
seen. The postwar era brought to Los Angeles migrants who were well-traveled 
and had loosened roots to home, were educated by the GI Bill, and were 
looking for a place to settle down and “enjoy the America they’d fought 
for.”34 One million new migrants came before 1950, sparking mass home 
construction and sales. Orange groves for which the region had been famous 
were torn down, mountains and hills carved into for buildable land, and open 
space was replaced by tracts and tracts of subdivisions to house this massive 
wave of people.35  
It wasn’t just Midwesterners that came this time. “Wartime convergence 
of economic opportunities in urban centers incorporated nonwhite social 
groups into the public spaces of the American city on an unprecedented scale. 
In particular,... fleeing a legacy of poverty and racism in the South, 
millions of African Americans converged on urban centers” like Los Angeles.36 
From 1950 to 1960, two million more souls had made permanent homes in 
Los Angeles, and the population of the region reached six million, having 
doubled in the past fifteen years. Popular sitcoms like “Leave it to Beaver” 
                                                
31 Richard Lilliard, qtd in Ibid., 127. 
32 Ibid., 127-129. 
33 Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los 
Angeles (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2004), 7. 
34 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 127. 
35 Ibid., 129. 
36 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 4. 
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extended L.A.’s mythology of a perfect suburban lifestyle,37 and “an expanding 
generation of suburban Americans exercised their preference for a landscape 
that epitomized homogeneity, containment, and predictability, one that marked 
a safe contrast to the heterosocial, unpredictable, and often dangerous 
cultural experiences of industrial urbanism.”38 And so they flocked. 
This mass suburbanization, like real estate development before but on a 
much larger scale, was a process taking place across the region, from San 
Fernando to Santa Monica to the South Bay to San Bernardino and beyond. 
“But,” notes Eric Avila, all across America, racial segregation in federally 
sponsored suburbs,  
 
sustained by redlining, blockbusting, restrictive covenants, and 
municipal incorporation, as well as outright violence... removed an 
expanding category of ‘white’ Americans from what deteriorated into 
inner city reservations of racialized poverty. The collusion of public 
policy and private practices enforced a spatial distinction between 
‘black’ cities and ‘white’ suburbs and gave shape to what the Kerner 
Commission, a presidential commission appointed to assess the causes of 
the 1965 Watts riots..., identified as ‘two societies, one black, one 
white-- separate and unequal.’39  
 
Suburbia, an ideal more accessible to whites than to people of color, was 
becoming a battle ground, the spatial manifestation of the social, political, 
and economic inequalities inherent in the system of growth in Los Angeles. 
The car-centric lifestyle necessitated by suburban tract living didn’t 
help. L.A. was now all about the individual in his or her own individual 
world. Unlike the era of the streetcar, which promoted contact between riders 
and provided an immediate view of the neighborhoods of the city through which 
they were passing, “the freeway severed the commuter from his urban context 
and furthered the distance, literally and figuratively, between chocolate 
cities and vanilla suburbs.”40  More generally, freeways satisfied suburban 
Southern Californians’ “yearning for speed and mobility but diminished their 
cognizance of their social environment.”41 
Freeways were a significant development in the postwar years: the 1956 
Federal-Aid Highway Act expanded the interstate system in the US by 41,000 
miles. This Act and the subsequent 1958 Highway Act “fundamentally altered... 
                                                
37 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 129. 
38 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 6. 
39 Ibid., 5. 
40 Ibid., 9. 
41 Ibid., 225. 
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the pattern of community development in America [which was] henceforth based 
on the automobile.”42 
The downtown retail centers and interurban system suffered 
considerably. Driving culture gave way to a kind of “curbside commercialism”43 
in suburbs: roadside restaurants, coffee shops, and shopping centers all 
dedicated to attracting the driver; no longer was going into town necessary, 
and no longer was public transit a practical means of getting where you 
wanted to go. In 1961 the last Red Car of the Pacific Electric Railway came 
to a halt at the end of the line in Long Beach.44 White suburbanites would 
never have to interact with their fellow Angelenos, never have to see the 
city’s working class or poor unless they went far out of their way. 
 
 
DOWNTOWN REDEVELOPMENT: AT A COST 
 
As L.A.’s vast suburbs received such great attention from developers 
and businessmen, the Downtown district was largely neglected. The perception 
of a declining downtown was prevalent-- partially an effect of the freeways, 
partially of the racialized views from the suburbs. “Popular accounts of 
urban decline in Los Angeles implicated the presence of nonwhite social 
groups,” writes Avila. “Throughout the postwar period, downtown Los Angeles 
became identified with the kind of racial heterogeneity that a new generation 
of suburban Americans abhorred.”45 In response, the Los Angeles Community 
Redevelopment Agency (the CRA), along with some other agencies motivated by 
business interests, were created to encourage business and ‘cultural’ 
activity downtown. 
Naturally, inherent to the redevelopment efforts was the injection of 
‘culture’46 into Los Angeles: music, art museums, colleges and universities, 
major league sports. Although this development was an important contribution 
to Los Angeles, helping to give the city a localized identity and a 
flourishing art community, it came at a price. For example, to build office 
towers, luxury apartments, and the lavish Music Center atop Bunker Hill in 
the 1960s, the CRA condemned the “blighted” working-class community that had 
been living there for a hundred years, razed the homes and businesses and 
                                                
42 “National Interstate and Defense Highways Act (1956),” accessed December 7, 2011, 
http://ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=88. 
43 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 148. 
44 Ibid., 163. 
45 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 56. 
46 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 171. 
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relocated the residents, even cut off the top of the hill. The construction 
“illustrates the process by which high culture came to displace working-class 
immigrant culture in downtown spaces such as Bunker Hill.”47 Similarly, 
neighborhoods were literally flattened in the 1950s to provide room for the 
Dodger Stadium complex, which was built “upon the remnants of a working-class 
Chicano community” in Chavez Ravine that was never resituated.48  
The pattern of erasing complex, diverse, “unfavorable” communities in 
favor of homogenized, uniform spaces “reflected the same principles that 
informed the design and construction”49 of L.A.’s suburbs. Oddly enough, the 
experience of walking around the redeveloped downtown today more often feels 
uneasy rather than safe-- not because Downtown is full of intimidating 
people, but because in a landscape of monolithic walls and impractically wide 
avenues, no one is there. 
 
 
“GLOBAL CITY”50 
 
In the 1970s and into the ‘80s, Mayor Tom Bradley ushered in an 
“immense program of new investment in ports and airports that allowed L.A. to 
become a dominating hub of Pacific Rim commerce, and, thus, to survive the 
eventual post-Cold War downsizing of its aerospace economy.”51 Increasing 
trade with Asian countries and the development of high-tech and health care 
industries propelled Los Angeles into “a corporate and commercial power... 
second only to New York City.”52 Satellite corporate centers sprung up in 
communities surrounding Downtown, and, with the 150-foot height restriction 
in Downtown having been rescinded in 1957, corporate Los Angeles began 
building its imposing, monolithic skyscrapers.  
“But,” writes Mike Davis, “the city was subsidizing globalization 
without laying any claim on behalf of groups excluded from the direct 
benefits of international commerce.”53 Globalization had opened Los Angeles up 
to the rest of the world more than just commercially. This period saw large-
scale immigration from Latin America and Asia, many of whom were working 
class or poor. According to U.S. census figures, L.A., in 1970 had a non-
                                                
47 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 60. 
48 Ibid., 146. 
49 Ibid., 62. 
50 this term comes from Saskia Sassen’s 1991 book of the same name 
51 Davis, City of Quartz, vi. 
52 Kaplan, L.A. Lost & Found, 171. 
53 Davis, City of Quartz, vii. 
 17 
Hispanic white population of 71 percent, when it was known as a bastion of 
whiteness. By 2010, the city had a minority non-Hispanic white population of 
29 percent, with Latinos comprising 49 percent of the city’s population, 
Blacks and African Americans 9 percent, and Asians and Asian Americans 11 
percent. Today Los Angeles is one of the most diverse urban centers in the 
world, and the Los Angeles-Anaheim-Riverside metropolitan area is now one of 
the most densely populated in the country, with a higher density than the New 
York metropolitan region or the San Francisco-Oakland area.”54 
Unfortunately, global cities like Los Angeles, Saskia Sassen says, 
concentrate both corporate power and the economically disadvantaged.55 In 
Southern California, with Los Angeles at the center, globalization has 
expanded the economic, social, and spatial disparities that have marked the 
development and character of the region almost since its inception.56 While 
business, high tech, and the film industry sustain a prosperous upper class 
of executives, scientists, engineers, designers, and celebrities in secluded 
communities, “concentrated within the region’s multiple urban centers, a low-
skill, low-wage, nonunionized workforce, comprising mostly women and 
undocumented Latino and Asian immigrants, has been taking shape alongside the 
growth of the manufacturing sector since the 1970s.”57 Between these two 
extremes, the “great white middle class”58 is taking flight. As a result, the 
diversity among remaining communities is remarkable.  
By 1990, most defense jobs were relocated to other regions and “the Los 
Angeles region had lost most of [its] ‘Fordist’ [mass manufacturing] 
industries,” as light manufacturing was exported to border maquiladoras 
(foreign factories) or to China.59 The outsourcing of manufacturing jobs 
leaves the low-skill, low-wage workforce with little opportunity beyond the 
service sector. 
Further widening the economic and spatial gaps among Angelenos and the 
neighborhoods in which they live was California’s 1978 passage of Proposition 
13, which dramatically reduced property taxes for homeowners in the state “at 
the expense of public services such as schools, libraries, and police and 
fire protection, services that racial minorities have been increasingly 
                                                
54 Davis, City of Quartz, xv. 
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58 Ibid. 
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forced to rely on.”60 Poverty, found in both suburbs and on the street, is 
extensive. According to the United Way, Los Angeles “remains ‘the nation’s 
poverty capital’ with the largest number of poor of any metropolitan area.”61 
 
 
TRANSIT 
  
As these huge numbers were coming to Los Angeles, traffic and smog were 
becoming nearly unbearable. Traffic jams were spilling from freeways onto 
local streets, leading cities to widen streets by narrowing sidewalks, 
cutting down trees, and generally destroying neighborhood ambiance (if the 
neighborhood had had any to begin with). By the mid 1980s, there were just 
too many people in too many cars living in one area. L.A. was too dense to 
work well as a car-oriented city, but not dense enough and too fragmented for 
an effective mass-transit system to serve the population. 
In 1990, almost thirty years after Huntington’s last Big Red Car made 
its final trip, the Metropolitan Transit Authority built the Blue Line, a 
light rail from Los Angeles to Long Beach, in an attempt to ameliorate the 
traffic problems. Soon after came other light rails and subways: the Green 
Line, the Red Line and Purple Line, and, most recently, the Gold Line. Though 
this might sound extensive, anyone who’s ever tried to use the subway to get 
around L.A. knows how little it actually covers.  
Ridership, though high (averaging over 1 million boardings on 
weekdays),62 is hardly a large fraction of the region’s commuters. The vast 
majority of Los Angeles residents do not live within walking distance of the 
Metro, and the rail lines serve mostly middle-class and upper-middle-class 
communities. Working-class communities of color are consequently forced to 
“depend on the city’s overcrowded and inadequate bus system,”63 a system that 
is becoming increasingly expensive as fares are used to subsidize the 
construction of rail lines.64 The transit system’s prioritization of white 
suburban dwellers who can just hop on a fast train with few stops and ignore 
their surroundings only further enhances the divide between suburban and 
urban residents. 
 
                                                
60 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 233. 
61 Davis, City of Quartz, xii. 
62 “Facts at a Glance,” accessed December 3, 2011, http://www.metro.net/news/pages/facts-glance/. 
63 Avila, Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, 241. 
64 Davis, City of Quartz, x. 
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REFLECTIONS 
 
 Some say the street is making a comeback. Eric Avila writes, “Los 
Angeles’s emergence as the nation’s preeminent Latino metropolis brings the 
street-oriented culture of Chicanos and Mexican immigrants to the very center 
of a new civic life.”65 Add to the mix farmers’ markets and redevelopment 
projects that enhance streets and nightlife, and “the street is reclaiming 
its place at the center of a changing public life.”66 
Mike Davis, though, is not as happy about the direction the city and 
region are heading in terms of development. The gentrification of Downtown 
continues, through City Hall’s “‘Downtown renaissance’ that promotes super-
cathedrals, billionaire sports franchises, mega-museums, Yuppie lofts, and 
drunken Frank Gehry skyscrapers at the expense of social justice and 
affordable housing.”67 And outside the city proper, “there is much talk about 
‘smart growth’ and ‘new urbanism,’ but, with few exceptions, the regional 
norms are still dumb sprawl and senile suburbanism.”68 
What this leaves Los Angeles with today is the subject of a great many 
opinions, from scholarly works to pop songs. There is a physical space 
resulting from years of production, but it’s up to anyone’s interpretation. 
 
 The history of the region is not flattering, but I don’t hate L.A. I 
could hardly have spent so much of my time fully, bodily committed to it if I 
did. Los Angeles is not just the gap between its obscenely wealthy and 
devastatingly poor, not just the racial segregation of suburbs.  It isn’t 
particularly glamorous, and the sunshine doesn’t make all problems evaporate. 
It is not a spotless corporate haven, nor is it the sprawling, soul-less 
wasteland that some people make it out to be. These are all part of it, and 
all things I encountered as I walked across the region. But the long arteries 
that facilitate sprawl, roads meant for cars but technically accessible by 
pedestrians, bring you through a beautifully wide variety of places. Wealthy 
neighborhoods showcase the creativity of architecture that the region was 
once famous for and provide shady trees for taking a break from the hot sun, 
and poorer neighborhoods showcase the diversity of cultures from around the 
world that have accumulated in Los Angeles and provide tasty food options. In 
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some neighborhoods people have horses in their yards, in others, people are 
growing pumpkins.  
Los Angeles is so many things. Most importantly it is a personal 
experience for each of the people living here. The city’s history shapes the 
places they live, but it doesn’t define their experience of the city. 
Similarly, it shaped the places I walked, and it influenced but didn’t define 
my experience walking. We each find our own meanings of Los Angeles. 
 21 
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2. METHODOLOGY 
 
To travel on foot across Los Angeles County during the academic year is 
a little daunting. As the crow flies, from Claremont to Santa Monica, L.A. 
County is about 45 miles across, but of course there’s no straight line 
connecting the two cities. Plotting out my route with walking directions from 
Google Maps, and modifying slightly along the way, took me on a more 
circuitous 60-mile excursion through the landscapes of Los Angeles, over the 
course of three weekends in September 2011. 
I split the cross-county distance roughly into thirds, one for each 
weekend. The first weekend, I walked from Claremont to Brackett Air Field in 
La Verne, from Brackett Air Field to the IKEA store in Covina, and from IKEA 
to a little ranch market in Baldwin Park. Because it was still fairly close 
to home, I got rides to and from my end points every day. But the following 
two weekends I stayed overnight, walking Baldwin Park to Arcadia and Arcadia 
to South Pasadena the second weekend, and Eagle Rock to Los Feliz, Los Feliz 
to Palms, and Palms to Santa Monica the third. The 3.5 miles from South 
Pasadena to Eagle Rock were traversed at a later date, and were not included 
in the documentation. 
The first weekend’s route was determined by midpoints along the way, 
but for the remainder of the walks it was determined largely by the locations 
of the gracious people who were willing to host me overnight. These people 
ended up being exclusively family members of friends here at Pomona, and 
consequently, though my route took me through a variety of neighborhoods, the 
destinations each evening were selected for the neighborhoods of an educated 
and often fairly affluent class. I do not pretend to have experienced as 
diverse a range of communities as Los Angeles has to offer, though I tried to 
alter my routes to go through a more diverse range of neighborhoods than 
Google Maps was originally inclined to take me through. Usually this made the 
walks longer, so unfortunately I couldn’t reroute as often as I would have 
liked. 
Nonetheless, I am extremely grateful to my hosts for making the walk 
possible at all. I extend the same thanks, despite the occasional difficulty 
coordinating logistics, to my friends who took hours and/or days out of their 
busy weekends to drive me to or walk with me through unfamiliar locations, 
friends without whom this project would have been neither possible nor quite 
as fun. 
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On each walk I brought with me only a striped green backpack. In it I 
carried a camera, a small notebook for jotting down ideas and observations as 
I walked, pens, a larger notepad, a printed map of the route (always subject 
to change or to being accidentally ignored), water, snacks, and a few 
dollars. When spending the night I would also bring along some extra clothes, 
a toothbrush, and some books for homework. On those days the backpack got 
especially heavy, particularly when walking eleven miles at once, but 
sometimes you just have to keep going and ignore your shoulders and your 
feet.  
 
As stated previously, a large component of my thesis is drawings of the 
things I passed on my walk through the county. I had originally intended to 
make these drawings as I walked, because drawing on site connects you to the 
place as you occupy it and has the potential to connect you with others in 
the place— I’ve found that people are more likely to approach me while I’m 
drawing, and ask questions and tell me what they know about the place, than 
while I’m walking or just sitting. 
 However, this proved impractical once I began to walk. After sitting 
for half an hour in Pomona making a drawing of the space between two houses, 
I realized that if I spent that much time drawing each thing I found 
interesting over the course of a walk meant to take four hours, I would never 
finish the walk at all. So instead I took photographs, from which to make 
drawings upon my return to campus. 
  
This was a very physical thesis-- the extents of both the walking and 
the drawing were  a much bolder physical commitment to a place than any I had 
ever made before. I thought that I cared about this project before I started 
it. Only after the exhaustive miles in the hot sun and the late nights 
sketching until my wrists could take it no more did I realize what caring 
about it actually meant. 
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3. WALKING BASED ARTISTIC PROJECTS 
 
When I finished walking, I made a series of graphite and ink drawings 
based on the photos I had taken on the eight days that I walked. Though it 
was hard to narrow down 1,800 photos to the eventual 84 drawings, I chose 
ones that I felt were most representative of certain areas or certain themes, 
that were specific to the pedestrian perspective, and that would translate 
well in pencil and pen. Many of the images are fairly boring. This was 
intentional. Most things along this walk, to be honest, were not very 
exciting. 
I documented the walk in drawings instead of photographs primarily 
because of the time and care necessary in making a drawing. Anyone could 
drive through a neighborhood snapping photos out the window. But to draw 
requires both intention and attention, which I doubt most of these places 
ever get much of, at least in this way. I wanted to give value to what is 
overlooked, indeed what rarely even enters our peripheral thoughts, when we 
speed in metal boxes from point A to point B. We occupy these places all the 
time, but we don’t even consider that we’ve been in them because our views 
from the freeways are of cinderblock walls, car dealerships, distant 
mountains, or maybe just traffic. I wanted to show that these places are 
worth far more than the white letters that spell their names on green signs 
hanging over the freeway. 
 The installation of the drawings was just as important as the drawings 
themselves, because it facilitated a physical experience of the walk. On the 
walls of the SCC Gallery, where the drawings were displayed, I created the 
silhouettes of local mountains outlined in brown paper packing tape, to 
situate the images in a specific place: here. The drawings, torn straight out 
of the sketchbook, were hung from the ceiling of the gallery by fishing line 
after being clothespinned to thin 12 x 12 cork boards for weight, and to echo 
the light brown color of the mountains. The drawings were arranged in a kind 
of pathway so that the viewer could walk through, experiencing the images in 
much the same way that I had experienced the region: seeing everything at a 
glance, but turning to discover things they had almost not seen, going back 
to look at things they had missed. I did not include a map of my walk in the 
installation. This was my response to a map. 
 The exhibit was only open for a few days in November 2011, but a stop 
motion video of moving through the installation is available, as are the 
scanned drawings. 
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 There have been a great many artists who perform projects about 
walking. Some artists document or create physical pieces based on their 
walks, but for others, the walk itself is the art. Some intend to push social 
boundaries or question norms, some to investigate, some to make a personal 
journey. Many go with others as a social activity, but some go alone. 
 I didn’t know about most of these projects before I commenced my own-- 
indeed, before I completed my own-- so I can’t say that they influenced my 
walk or my art in any way. I did this purely the way I envisioned, and it 
evolved based on events particular to my situation. It was an extremely 
personal project, and I am tempted to say a true output of my self, but that 
sounds pretentious and hardly makes sense. Looking at these projects now, I 
can situate mine in the context of what other people have done with the same 
desire to place one foot in front of the other and call it art. 
 Art projects from the past, especially ones not well publicized or ones 
that involve a one-time or extended performance that wasn’t somehow captured, 
are hard to research. Perhaps a newspaper article will pop up, if you’re 
lucky a book at the library. Usually just a paragraph in an exhibition 
catalog, or a less-than-informative bio on an artist’s website. So here I’ve 
dug up some information on artistic walking endeavors, some similar to mine, 
some with much different motivations. It’s not as complete as I’d like, but I 
hope it helps to place my project in its broader artistic context. 
 
 
Bas Jan Ader: In Search of the Miraculous (One Night in Los Angeles) 1973 
 
I begin with Ader’s work because his piece is so technically similar to my 
own: this young man from Holland, who had come to L.A. to get a master’s 
degree in art from Claremont Graduate University, walked across Los Angeles. 
Starting beside a highway in the Hollywood hills at dusk, and walking through 
the night until he arrived at the Pacific at dawn, this project was the first 
stage of a work intended to be in three parts. The second part was meant to 
be a solo crossing of the Atlantic Ocean in an eighteen-foot sailboat, and 
the third a walk across Amsterdam to mirror the one across L.A. Together, 
these three parts were intended to be a “purposeful reduction of art to the 
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staging of a specific idea... that of the wandering tragic hero in search of 
the sublime.”69  
 The “tragic hero” description proved all too true when Ader disappeared 
without a trace three weeks into his voyage across the Atlantic. The remains 
of his boat were later discovered off the coast of Ireland, but the artist 
was never found. All that exists of his In Search of the Miraculous project 
is the photographs from his walk through Los Angeles. 
 There are 18 black and white photos documenting the walk, in which Ader 
himself is merely a silhouette, barely visible. Each is captioned with a 
handwritten line from the 1957 pop song by the Coasters, “Searchin’.” Ader 
“downplays [his] personal involvement in the work”70 and becomes anonymous, a 
wandering figure that could be anyone. 
 We both walked anonymously in an urban landscape that has no place for 
walkers. But this is where we diverge. I wasn’t wandering, or in search of 
some intangible concept. I was looking for everything that was there, and I, 
the walker, was central to the walk. Where Ader was wandering anonymously, I 
was exploring as an individual. It was about my experience of Los Angeles, 
and though I often felt anonymous, it was an anonymity specific to me-- 
anyone else doing this project would no doubt have done it very differently 
and noticed and experienced very different things.  
 
 
Michael Hebb: (Not titled- Highway chef in Los Angeles) 2009 
 
Michael Hebb is a chef, not an artist in the traditional sense of the word. 
He often stages mealtime events, or “creates tables;” for this 2009 project 
in collaboration with Pomona College, he and a gaggle of companions, 
including a Pomona senior who photographed the project, walked 32 miles in 36 
hours from Claremont to a traffic island on I-5 in Anaheim, gathering 
ingredients for a meal along the way. Some came from backyards, some from 
wild sources, and some from grocery stores, but all from somewhere along the 
route. The group cooked a meal on the island consisting of sangria, shrimp 
ceviche, escarole hearts with goat cheese and kumquats, and a variety of 
other dishes. 
 Hebb’s motivation for this project was similar to my own. It came from 
a desire to imbue with meaning a “civic space that millions inhabit 
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collectively every day, solitary in their cars,” walking “because no one 
walks in L.A.”71 
 The journalist documenting the trip becomes apprehensive about how much 
meaning they are imbuing the space with after an encounter with a homeless 
man who asks whether they, too, are homeless. She tells him that no, they are 
just having dinner on the freeway, and “for the first time... feel[s] 
enormously guilty. For whom are we making this landscape meaningful?”72 
 Hebb responds that they are not pretending to be homeless, which would 
be disrespectful, but it’s an important question to consider. For some people 
these spaces already have significant meaning, as homes, beds, dinner tables, 
and that should not be overlooked. Giving a space value, what I originally 
set out to do, is a statement that needs qualification-- to whom. Though Hebb 
did not articulate it very well, I think both of us intend our projects to be 
a means by which the people who typically overlook these spaces find 
significance in them. 
  
 
Francis Alÿs: Paseos 1996 to present 
www.francisalys.com/public.html 
 
Alÿs is a Belgian transplant in Mexico City, creating playful yet deliberate 
paseos, or walks, often with political meaning but equally about the poetry 
of the act. His website provides videos of the paseos, as well as his other 
performances, though with little context-- you, the viewer, get to interpret 
it yourself. 
 One of the first walking videos is entitled “The Collector,” in which 
Alÿs pulls a magnetic dog on wheels by a string through Mexico City at night, 
collecting whatever the dog happens to attract. A similar concept is explored 
in a later video, in which Alÿs walks across a city in magnetic shoes. The 
collected bits suggest a new way of measuring distances and places... here is 
a collection of objects randomly accrued, rather than a map of a route, or a 
number indicating meters traveled. 
Alÿs’s “Paradox of Praxis I” finds him pushing a huge block of ice 
across Mexico City. He is moving through the city with a purpose, but a 
                                                
71 Alex Van Buren, “Highway Hiking with Michael Hebb,” Gourmet Magazine, January 30 2009, accessed 
November 27, 2011, http://www.gourmet.com/restaurants/2009/01/foraging-for-dinner-with-michael-
hebb. 
72 Ibid. 
 29 
seemingly silly purpose. As the block of ice melts over the course of the day 
and becomes just a chip of ice, onlookers’ reactions to the action change, as 
do the block’s interactions with the surfaces and surroundings that Alÿs 
passes through. Like the magnetic toy dog in “The Collector,” this seems like 
still another way to view, to qualify (perhaps a better term than measure) a 
city. 
“VW Beetle,” performed in Germany, finds Alÿs pushing an old VW Beetle 
through the city streets in the rain. Every so often he leaves his post at 
the back of the car, reaches through the driver-side window to turn the 
steering wheel, and goes back to continue pushing. At first he just looks 
like a man with a broken-down car, and then he just looks crazy.  But as cars 
form a line behind him while he pushes the Beetle down a narrow street, as 
they get impatient and turn around in parking spaces or speed past him once 
there’s enough room, you realize he’s making a car go at the exact pace of a 
human, and this is not something we are used to. 
Alÿs’s work is very different from mine-- he walks across cities 
performing seemingly futile acts with a sense of purpose. Though perhaps 
walking in L.A. could be considered futile, I aimed for a more in-depth 
understanding of a space and movement within it, which I don’t believe he 
does. Still, I could relate to the methods of qualifying and quantifying 
cities. As a pedestrian, traditional metrics are irrelevant, and you have to 
find your own. 
 
 
kanarinka: It Takes 154,000 Breaths to Evacuate Boston 2007 
 
In this project, kanarinka ran “the entire evacuation route system in Boston 
and measured its distance in breaths [as] an attempt to measure our post-9/11 
collective fear in the individual breaths that it takes to traverse these new 
geographies of insecurity.”73 She recorded her breaths on each run, and 
exhibited a series of jars, one for each run, each with a speaker playing the 
recording of breaths she took on that specific run.  
Like Francis Alÿs, she is measuring a city in a different way, but less 
playfully than he does. kanarinka is not interacting with the space; she is 
using her passage through it to measure the effects of the collective fear of 
a city on a single human body. 
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Los Angeles is in many ways a product of a collective middle-class 
fear, its communities a physical manifestation of it, more so than Boston is. 
Kanarinka ran through a city to measure its fear, but I walked through one to 
interact with the products of it.  
 
 
Marina Abramovi! and Ulay: The Lovers: The Great Wall Walk 1988 
 
The Great Wall Walk was the final performance of Marina Abramovi! and Ulay 
together. Artists with a passionate, creative relationship, much of the work 
that they did during the thirteen years they were together was jointly 
performed. The original intention of the piece, walking along the Great Wall 
of China, was to get married when they met in the middle after 90 days of 
walking and exploring their relationship with each other and with the earth. 
During the eight-year process of obtaining all the proper permissions from 
Chinese authorities, their relationship fizzled, though their desire to go 
through with the project did not. The meeting in the middle marked their 
final goodbye. 
 Abramovi! later wrote that as they walked, they “became increasingly 
absorbed in the experience of the landscape-- both the tactile experience of 
making our way through it and the visual experience of attempting to take in 
its grand scale and perfection of detail.”74 
 The distance across Los Angeles County is much smaller than the length 
of the Great Wall of China, much less intense to traverse physically, much 
more familiar culturally. But I include this because the absorption into the 
tactile and visual experience of the landscape is certainly a familiar 
sensation, perhaps inescapable on long walks through anywhere new, especially 
in new places so close to home. 
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4. THE WALK 
 
I’ve written this concluding section in a rather stream-of-
consciousness manner because I think it most truly captures the feeling of 
walking. Going long distances on foot, your thoughts are often the only 
constant, their presence such an integral part of the experience. “In the 
experience of walking,” some say, “each step is a thought. You can’t escape 
yourself.”* I set out on this journey to discover what it means to walk in 
Los Angeles. Here is what I concluded, what it means to me: 
 
 I can’t express in words the experience of physically occupying a 
space. It’s a feeling on the outside of your body and on the inside, and in 
the space around you.  
Whether it’s sunny or cloudy.  
Whether the buildings are plastered with signs with loud words or 
surrounded by trees.  
Or both.  
Whether everything is packed in close, or set far back from you. 
Whether there are telephone and power lines overhead or underground. 
Whether it’s warm or chilly or humid or dry. 
Whether or not there are fences. 
Whether you can see the mountains.   
It all matters.  
So I will do my best to express my experience walking across Los Angeles, but 
it is no substitute for the actual act. So you should try it, if you want. 
  
 
Bonita Avenue is a very long road. 
 Like most students here, my experience at Pomona College began on 
Bonita, but it wasn’t until this project that I ever walked far enough along 
it to go beyond its intersection with Indian Hill. 
 As soon as I did, it was a whole new world, and I wondered how I hadn’t 
discovered it sooner. The be-chimed buildings with their balconies looked so 
pleasantly enticing. The air field with its “airport” and hokey diner so 
close to campus, but so foreign. 
 As I got farther from campus, that question disappeared-- I knew why I 
hadn’t discovered this particular bit of sidewalk before. Because it was a 
sixteen hour walk from campus. 
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 But it remained a totally different world. 
  A world of signs and sidewalks and houses and fences and 
parakeets that I’d never seen. 
  Well, sometimes there were sidewalks. Sometimes there was dirt. 
Sometimes there were bushes or just a wall, and we had to walk on the side of 
the road and hope to not get hit. 
 Your eyes totally open up and you notice so much when you’re in a place 
you’ve never been and are never going back to, and when you’re not looking 
for anything in particular. 
  But I guess you’ve gotta be looking. 
 
Sometimes I walked alone 
Most of the time other people came with me. 
 The alone days were more focused on the destination than the journey 
  partly because it’s less fun without company since there’s no one 
to share your impressions with 
  partly because, by myself, I wanted to make sure I reached my 
destinations before dark 
 And I was more weary on those days. It became something I had to get 
through, not something I wanted to do. 
Some days I walked with two people instead of one 
 And we walked faster, because while one person will wait for you as you 
take pictures, two people will keep walking together, and you’ll have to run 
to catch up. 
 
I felt free walking off campus  
More than I ever did leaving it by car or by train 
Something to do with the removal of restrictions 
 Those of a metal box 
 And those of a road that the metal box (ostensibly) can’t leave. 
I could stomp up this hillside on my left, if I wanted. The dried leaves 
might shift under the rubber soles of my shoes and my feet might slip out 
from under me and I might slide all the way back down to the sidewalk on my 
face 
 But I could do it if I wanted. 
And something to do with being far removed from school 
 And earning that distance. 
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Reyner Banham was a British transplant to Los Angeles 
On page 237 of his book Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies 
He wrote: 
 “I have to admit that I do miss the casual kerbside encounters with 
friends and strangers to which I am accustomed in other cities... [but] if it 
is true that there is no worse form of urban alienation than to be shut up in 
your own private metal capsule in the abstract limbo of the freeways, I can 
think of another as bad -- the appalling contrast between physical contact 
and psychological separation in the crowds herded shoulder to shoulder in a 
public transport system like the Paris Metro.” 
 
With respect to Mr. Banham, I don’t think he ever tried walking in Los 
Angeles. 
 There is an appalling alienation in being the only person in sight in a 
place built of traces of people. 
  Is everyone inside? 
  Is nobody home? 
  Why is there nowhere to throw out a banana peel? 
 Because nobody walks in the ‘good’ neighborhoods of Los Angeles. And 
those who do, do so for exercise, not transportation. 
 Because if they were walking for transportation, it would mean there 
was something to walk to. And having stores or offices or gas stations in a 
neighborhood disrupts the vision of a perfect residential utopia. 
  Because only crazy people walk. 
  “Why do you have to walk? Why can’t you just drive really slow?” 
And zones of industry and commerce are accessible only by car so of course 
nobody walks but 
In poorer neighborhoods people are walking everywhere. There are grocery and 
liquor stores, party supply stores, discount furniture and 98 cent stores 
around the block. 
 
I am five feet three inches tall 
My skin is white, my hair is short, a heavy backpack hangs on my shoulders 
My pants are mostly too big for me 
My face is probably red and slightly sweaty and I’m probably wearing a silly 
white hat 
I’m a girl, and I look over my shoulder every so often. 
In my right hand is a camera and a pen 
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And in my left hand a small black notebook and a folded up map that I try to 
hide so I don’t look like I’m from somewhere else 
 But I think the rest of my appearance gave that away. 
  I felt like much more of an outsider in places with many people 
than I did in abandoned streetscapes. 
  It’s impossible to be an innocuous observer in a group of people 
who you so desperately stick out from, who know you are not one of them. 
 
Walkers won’t talk to you 
They will hardly even look at you 
 except quizzically, but usually they will work very hard to avoid your 
gaze even if you say hello 
Unless you go inside some establishment marked with a plastic sign where your 
presence is legitimated, unless there are more of them than there are of you, 
unless they are enclosed in a car, unless they are homeless 
 Then they might smile or nod 
 Say hello or ask if you’re hiking 
 Or ask for anything to help and say god bless you. 
 High schoolers holding a car wash might notice your red face and offer 
you a drink from their hose 
 If you’re by yourself, a woman in a pickup truck might offer you a ride 
up the hill to Huntington Gardens, if you’re headed that way. 
  You’re not, but you’re grateful for the gesture 
  You’ve hardly spoken or heard a word all day. 
 And then you think about Mr. Huntington himself, the baron of the 
Pacific Electric and Los Angeles real estate, and wonder how much 
of all you’ve walked he was somehow responsible for. And 
conclude, 
probably a lot. 
Maybe we are conditioned to the isolation that cars give us in public places. 
Maybe walking is threatening to others, because it’s so anomalous. 
 
In a people-less environment, it is the landscape that is prominent 
 Your sense of the space around you 
 Small things 
  When they change 
They usher in the transitions between neighborhoods, from residential to 
industrial 
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 to commercial zones, to put it in those terms 
 or rather, 
 horse zones to white mailbox zones to shady zones to electric zones to 
cinderblock wall zones to free rent for a month zones to parking 
lot zones to one-story-house zones to giant pit zones to peacock 
zones to endless urban boulevard zones 
 Finding what marks those transitions 
  Maybe nothing more than a concrete stream. 
 
Sometimes they blend together. 
A wave of profound boredom washed over me at one point 
On my sixth day of walking, somewhere near Silver Lake 
I couldn’t look at another suburb, no matter how nice 
 They all look the same 
  Up a hill on another concrete sidewalk as the sun approached the 
trees 
  Maybe the light is nice but I’ve been in this place for too long 
and there’s no way to participate in it. 
 
But the end was so close and I kept going, through the City 
 It’s different from the county 
  mostly 
 The subdivisions aren’t as expansive and there’s more trash 
 More things are being sold on the street 
  tacos and clothing 
 And the graffiti is cleverer.  
  Hello Kitty stenciled on the concrete, threatening to eat your 
brains 
  instead of many a suburban kid’s “Led Zeplin” scrawl 
   Or an Arcadia sidewalk’s “TED TED TED TED TED TED TED TED” 
 And the signs are no longer in English or Chinese 
  Spanish 
  Spanglish 
  Korean 
   I’m sure there are more, but that’s where I was walking. 
 Mysteriously there is also more easily accessible wild fruit. 
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On the last day I met the greatest road of my life 
 It’s a little road, perhaps more like an alley in some sections 
The stretch of Exposition Boulevard from Rancho Park to Sawtelle  
Parallels an abandoned railroad track overgrown with trees and broken 
wicker chairs 
 Runs under the 405 freeway, under which is tucked the West Los Angeles 
Community Job Center, bordered by potted plants and some yellow furniture 
 It is lined by small houses, scattered odd topiaries, beat up vintage 
cars, a tree house, and an establishment that sells polished sheets of rock. 
   this place was so exquisitely scaled for the pedestrian 
   you could walk down the middle of the street 
    and no one would try to sell you anything 
 
Through Santa Monica’s shiny corporate mansions 
 Closed on Sundays 
And pedestrian areas which I at first found refreshing 
 and then found designed only to facilitate buying 
 To the sea 
  where the waves were cold and the land sloped too far down to 
walk. 
 
 
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
  
Driving back to Claremont on the 10 at the end, moving so fast, passing 
all these neighborhoods I hadn’t walked through, the extent of what I missed 
hit me hard. Walking restricts you to just one path out of an infinite number 
of possibilities, so while I can say I feel much more of an affinity for Los 
Angeles than I did before, much more familiar with it, even much more 
knowledgeable after the research on its history, the extent of what I don’t 
know and probably never will is so physically large that it’s inescapable. 
But other people know it. Ten million people experience it every single 
day. They’re probably not walking it, but they are living and working it. 
Every bit of L.A. is accounted for by someone. So this was my bit. Maybe all 
that means is that I can point out the window of a train and say, “I saw 
something like that once.” But it means not just that I’m looking closer, but 
that I’ve internalized this place. And that’s a lot. 
*This quote comes from page 72 of Nancy Frey’s 1998 book Pilgrim Stories: On and Off the Road to 
Santiago, published in Berkeley by the University of California Press. 
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